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In Search of Place Brand Identity:
‘How We see Us’





Place branding relates both to brand identity (what the place is) and brand image (what the place is/should be in the eyes of external audiences). Brand identity can be perceived as the set of values and attributes that those responsible for marketing and development of a place wish to reinforce and market. However, a critical question to be addressed is how to define these core values and attributes in a place context and consequently, how to establish the ‘we’ that should be the basis, upon which to develop and market the destination. The purpose of this paper is to discuss the challenges that arise when trying to establish destination brand identity by means of more inclusive, bottom-up approaches. Drawing on both literature studies and the authors’ active involvement in destination branding across more than 50 Danish destinations, particularly the paper discusses how to decide who to give voice to in this process, how to practically give these actors voice and how to obtain consensus on core values and attributes across these actors. 

Introduction and Literature Review
In this paper, a destination is defined as a place consisting of a number of natural as well as manmade attractions and related facilities that tourists choose to visit; tourism actors choose to supply; and locals choose to use (Hird & Kvistgaard, 2008). Accordingly, what particularly sets a destination apart from places is the set of differential values that not only creates a sense of identity for locals and suppliers, but also appeals to tourists (Hird & Kvistgaard, 2008). Destination branding scholars generally agree that a destination brand contains both an internal element in the form of brand identity and an external element in the form of a brand image (Baker & Cameron, 2008; Blichfeldt, 2005; Vasudevan, 2008; Wagner and Peters, 2009). Whereas the latter refers to how external audiences perceive the destination the former relates to identification of the core values and attributes that ‘best’ represent the destination (Pike, 2002). In recent years, branding research has emphasized ‘internal branding’ (i.e. issues pertaining to identification and enhancement of brand identity across internal stakeholders)(e.g. Aurand et al., 2005; Ind, 2003; Mitchell, 2002; Tosti & Stotz, 2001; Vallaster & de Chernatony, 2006). However, research that seeks to uncover internal stakeholders’ perceptions of a destination is still somewhat sparse (Blichfeldt, 2005; Prideaux & Cooper, 2002; Wagner & Peters, 2009). This is problematic as “the greatest problems with respect to the concept of nation branding [and any other type of place and destination branding, we add] are frequently internal rather than external” (Morgan et al., 2003, p. 289). As such, it may be far more problematic to agree upon ‘who we are’ and ‘how we see us’ than it is to decide how to project and market such understandings to external audiences (although such projection and marketing is, indeed, difficult enough). Nevertheless, internal branding (and henceforth establishment of brand identity) is crucial as it not only fosters consciousness of ‘who we are’, but also builds self-confidence and is a necessary precondition for external branding (developing brand image). 

Often, brand identity is defined as the set of values and attributes that those responsible for the marketing of a destination wish to reinforce and market towards target audiences (e.g. Baker & Cameron, 2008; Howe, 2003; Morgan et al., 2003). However, a critical question to be addressed is how to define these core values and attributes in a destination context? In a corporate context the answer is perhaps more straightforward and Gilmore (2002, p. 284) relates this place branding when he argues:

“Unlike in an organization, where employees may be constantly urged to think about their corporate principles in their day-to-day jobs, the people of a country may be oblivious to the country’s brand and not necessarily motivated to live the brand”

Although it is dubitable whether organizations can make employees ‘live the brand’, as Gilmore (2002) points out, this endeavour is even more challenging in a destination branding context. According to Gilmore (2002) as well as Blichfeldt (2005), place branding differs from corporate branding because inhabitants enact the brand (and particularly their own role as brand ambassadors) differently than corporate employees. As pointed out by numerous authors (e.g. Baker & Cameron, 2008; Blichfeldt, 2005; Gunn, 2002; Kotler et al, 2007; Morgan et al., 2003), places (and destinations) also differ fundamentally from corporate brands as places and destinations are comprised of bundles of products provided by different, often independent actors. For example, in a destination context, a variety of suppliers contribute to the ‘product’ bought by tourists (e.g. accommodation providers, catering and restaurant businesses, tourist attractions, businesses in the entertainment industry and cultural venues) and all of these different suppliers might have different opinions on what the destination’s core values are – or at least differing opinions on what these values should be. As a result, place and destination branding is both a highly complex and, perhaps even more importantly, a highly politicised activity (Morgan et al., 2003) including many stakeholders and little management control (Bramwell & Lane, 2000; Hall, 2000; Blichfeldt, 2005). 

Kapferer (1999, p. 71) reminds us that “before knowing how we are perceived, we must know who we are” and thus, he suggests that brand identity must be established before one considers what brand image is or ought to be. Whereas a top manager might ‘know and communicate who we are’ as this is an integral and key part of corporate philosophy and values (as least according to more functionalistic management research), it might be far more complicated for anyone involved in place and/or destination branding to assess ‘who we are’ as ‘we’ is comprised of a diverse set of stakeholders, who all might rely on their own perception(s) and enactment(s) of the destination. For example, a manager of a hotel that is part of an international hotel chain might have a very different idea about who (or what) the destination is than the local bar owner; the craftsman selling his pottery to tourists; and/or the elderly couple who has recently opened their home to tourists on a bed and breakfast basis. 

Several authors (e.g. de Chernatony & Harris, 2000; Gunn, 2002; Howie, 2003; Jamal & Getz, 1995; Morgan et al. 2003; Ooi, 2004; Prideaux & Cooper, 2002) point to the fact that horizontal cooperation is needed and that a variety of stakeholders must take part in defining the destination brand identity. Unfortunately, such cooperation and engagement may be difficult to achieve in practice. For example, Kotler et al. (1993) argue that destination developers and marketers are severely hampered by a series of political pressures as they have to reconcile a welter of interests and establish a place identity acceptable to a variety of public and private actors. As another example, Vasudevan (2002, p. 331) claims that:

“Internal stakeholders must be given a role and voice in deciding and articulating the brand vision of a place”

Vasudevan (2002) thus advocates that bottom-up approaches are to be favoured so that the place identity resembles the visions of the internal stakeholders. In the same vein, Ritchie and Crouch (2000) argue that in order to establish brand identity and formulate the destination vision, a publicly-driven process based on stakeholder values and consensus is needed. Konecnik and Go (2007) argue that a key role for a brand identity is to explicate the associations that the brand manager seeks to create. If these associations are to align with the perception of the place across various stakeholders, then obviously a first critical step is to uncover the associations and vision each stakeholder perceives as most ‘fit’. More often than not, a number of good and normative pieces of advice are given by different scholars on how to ensure that the different stakeholders’ viewpoints are voiced (Murphy & Murphy, 2004; Hall, 2000; Gunn, 2002). Unfortunately, a paucity of knowledge on how to actually (and practically) achieve consensus, or at least cooperation, amongst stakeholders in the quest to define the identity of the destination characterizes the majority of destination/place branding literature at present. Obviously, one way to settle the matter is to leave this task to a destination management organization (DMO). However, a critical success factor for any destination branding effort seems to be that ‘all’ stakeholders agree on the values and attributes emphasized by the DMO, or at a minimum, that the various stakeholders’ products and marketing efforts do not collide with the destination brand as designed by the DMO (Baker & Cameron, 2008). Unfortunately, a top-down (and more functionalistic) approach, according to which the DMO ‘imposes’ a destination brand on the individual tourism providers might not only be contested by these providers, but sometimes it might even be actively challenged by products and marketing material emphasizing other values and/or attributes than those ‘chosen’ by the DMO. Due to these challenges, most researchers (e.g. Baker & Cameron, 2008; de Chernatony & Harris, 2000; Howie, 2003; Jamal & Getz, 1995; Morgan et al., 2003; Vasudevan, 2008; Wagner and Peters, 2009) advocate that processes clarifying and defining destination brand identity should include some kind of active, bottom up approaches. But how this can be done in practice is a question not sufficiently answered at present as only a few pieces of research focuses upon this issue although “there is a pressing need for study of the processes underpinning the support in the public and private sectors for place branding” (Wagner & Peters, 2009, p. 58). One of the few pieces of research dedicated to this issue is Wagner and Peters (2009), who explain how the collage technique can be used in order to uncover internal stakeholders’ perceptions of brand identity. Using this unstructured association instrument, a key finding is that “the findings reveal some differences concerning the destination brand identity” (Wagner & Peters, 2009, p. 62), thus suggesting that brand identity may differ (perhaps even profoundly) across internal stakeholders. 

The purpose of this article is to discuss the challenges that surface when trying to establish destination brand identity by means of more inclusive, bottom-up approaches. Particularly the issues (a) who and how to give voice in this process and (b) how to obtain some kind of consensus on core values and attributes are discussed. Furthermore, as it would, in most instances, be impossible to include all stakeholders in the process and/or to let all perceptions of the place be included in the brand, some voices might dominate the process whereas others might be excluded altogether. However, before we turn to a more general discussion of these matters, the next section describes how the authors have worked with these issues across a series of destinations. 

An Example of Inclusively Establishing Brand Identity 
Two of the authors have previously been involved in destination brand identity processes across more than fifty destinations and drawing on the cumulated experiences across these processes, a practical method for establishing brand identity by means of more inclusive, bottom-up approaches was established. Although every place is unique and as a result hereof, every brand identity process should be tailored to the place in question, after having facilitated such processes across more than 50 destinations, a set of standard procedures were established. Typically, the process includes the seven steps shown in figure 1.

	[Insert figure 1 here]

Although it would be too lengthy to account for all elements/steps of the process in this paper, subsequently we account for those steps and elements that are especially critical when establishing destination brand identity. 

The first step includes decisions pertaining to how to organize the process; explication and dissemination of purposes of the process; and what and who to include in the process. As the end result of the process might be identification of identities, values and/or visions that differ profoundly from well-established (and sometimes heavily marketed) identity, it is crucial that those initiating and steering the process have legitimate power; i.e. that they are actually able to make decisions pertaining to future destination branding activities. Furthermore, explication and dissemination of purposes are necessary in order to make various stakeholders spend time and resources on the process and in order to decide what to include in the process (including defining the boundaries of the geographic entity to be explored). However, the most important decision to be made at this stage is to decide who to include in the process and how to ensure that those included actually participate in the process. An issue that emerged across all fifty destinations is that the higher the involvement of stakeholders, the more likely they are to participate in the whole process. Therefore, a key challenge is also to activate stakeholders, who may have little inclination to participate, but who are, nevertheless, deemed important. In order to deal with this matter, a key element in the process is to bring together stakeholders with different backgrounds, experiences and interests during the process in order for different enactments of the place to meet (and potentially merge). In regard to this issue, one participant argued that:

“But evidently, a nature guide sees the place differently than one of those people down at the tourism office”





As for the number of stakeholders to include, according to our experiences, even for a very ‘small’ destination (e.g. a smaller town), a minimum of 10 participants is needed. However, at the extreme, in a larger destination that covers five Danish municipalities we included  more than 150 people in the process. Furthermore, as many stakeholders as possible should always be included, although we do acknowledge that a maximum of participants may be set on the basis of more pragmatic considerations (e.g. time frame for the project, economic resources etc.). Nonetheless, our experiences do lead us to recommend ‘the more, the merrier’ when it comes to the number of stakeholders to include in the process.

The second and third stages relate to instructions to participants and the actual visiting of the destination and this is the part of our proposed process that differs the most from traditional approaches. During these stages, the key idea is that instead of merely asking participants, how they perceive and define place identity, in one or more groups using for instance yellow post-it notes, the internal stakeholders actually visit their own destination. They so to speak walk their shop. Before the visit, the participants receive thorough instructions and are handed a set of issues, tasks and questions to relate to during the ‘visit’. A question which is inevitably asked during the instruction is:

	“But how can I visit a place that I already know so well?”

However, the key idea underlying the instructions offered to participants is that they should seek to ‘see’ the destination with ‘fresh eyes’ – with a tourist’s eyes. Although this may seem peculiar and/or artificial, across the 50 destinations, a key finding is that – if properly instructed – participants are extremely good at seeing their destination ‘anew’, or, as many participants have argued:

	“This thing gave me a completely new experience of this place”

During the visit, the participants visit exactly the ‘same’ place as tourists visit and they move around the destination either on their own or in very small groups (usually 2 or 3 people together). Participants are not instructed to see or do specific things, instead, they move around totally like tourists guided by instincts, likes and dislikes etc. Experience shows that participants do very well in terms of enacting and acting in the role of a tourist and getting absorbed into the touristic gaze (sense). Furthermore, during the visit participants notice things that they do not normally notice when moving around at the destination and when observing participants during the visit it is rather striking that they stop and notice objects such as an interesting building, a restaurant’s poster with menus, the city square, music, a beautiful tree, a sign, a shop window etc. – very much in the same way as tourists do. Typically, a visit lasts between 1 ½ and 2 hours. However, when ‘visiting’ larger destinations we recommend that the tour includes bus transportation so that participants can visit (maximum) 3 physically distinct parts of the destination (e.g. the beach and the city centre). Furthermore, experience shows that participants use the time devoted to transportation by bus to engage in eager discussions on the experiences they have had at the destination and that participants evaluate these ‘intermezzos’ very positively. In our experience, these conversations break down barriers between participants. Often, prior to the participation in the process, although many participants knew each other by name, many have only mailed or talked to each other on telephone – but had never met face to face. Therefore, these ‘intermezzos’ are a very positive and fruitful aspect of the process.

The fourth stage of the process is analysis of the data generated during the visit(s) at the destination; data in the form of written feedback, oral feedback and the facilitators’ participant observations. The fifth and sixth stages relate to presentation and dissemination of the results. However, this task is divided into two stages as our experience shows that it is extremely important to distinguish between dissemination and discussion of preliminary and final results respectively. During stage five, the preliminary results are presented to, discussed with and refined in collaboration with the participants and the key purpose of this stage (usually comprised of one or more seminars) is to construct a more common understanding of the place and its identity. Accordingly, whereas stages two and three related predominantly to giving voice to individual stakeholders, stage five relates to the construction of a more coherent and inclusive enactment of ‘who we are’ as well as what the identity of the place is and should be. Accordingly, apart from the validation of the facilitators’ analysis that is inherent in stage five, this stage also (and perhaps most importantly) relates to establishing stakeholder ownership of the identity of the place. 

Implications and Conclusion
As all other inclusive methods that seek to establish destination brand identity, the method described above is, by no means, unproblematic. Consequently, in this closing section we discuss the challenges that arise when trying to establish place brand identity by means of more inclusive, bottom-up approaches – exemplified by means of the problems that relate to the method described above. Accordingly, this section hopefully contributes to further development of valid methods for uncovering, discussing and reflecting on ‘who we are’ and ‘what’ the destination identity is. 

Who to give voice to?
Public participation, participatory design and advocacy planning are all terms that assume that there is such a thing as ‘the public’ and that this public is always clearly defined. However, as Hall & Jenkins (1995:76) ask: “To which public are we referring?” The processes that are described in this article have been constructed under the assumption and presupposition that there actually is such a thing called public and that this public – to some extent – is actually interested in participating in branding, development and policy processes that will in the end influence their own lives. It is also assumed and presupposed that this public will differ in actual participation. That is, some people will participate more actively than others, and some people will participate because they have an actual – more often than not economic – stake in the processes.
The results of the more than 50 processes that we have run over the years clearly show us that it is not possible to include all people in a community. Some stakeholders are more interested, more important and more willing to take part than others. This is probably unavoidable. 

As the results show, it is actually possible and fruitful to bring together a very diverse group of people from the community to walk the community in order to experience it in a new way. They participate eagerly. But, and in this context Hall & Jenkins are probably right when they point out that there will always be people/groups who are more included than others. The processes in this article are not meant to bring an end to all injustice concerning public participation in policy/branding/development processes. Instead, they are meant to bring together as diverse and involved  a group of stakeholders as possible in order to find a common foothold concerning the destination’s values. As shown in figure 2, the variety of stakeholders to potentially include is substantial. Particular attention should always be given to the composition of those participating in the processes as participation and non-participation inevitably are connected to power. Branding and development of a particular place/space in tourism is also a question of power. In the famous words of Laswell (1936): “Politics is about power, who gets what, where, how and why” (as quoted in Hall & Jenkins 1995:66).

How to give voice?
Gehrish (2005, p. 25) argues that DMOs should create “a brand for the entire community” and thus, it is imperative that those included in the process are actually given the opportunity to voice their views on the destination. However, a question to be addressed is how to give stakeholders a chance to voice these views. Whereas Wagner & Peters (2009) suggested that individual interviews using the collage technique could uncover various stakeholders’ perceptions of the brand identity, in the process described above, the key idea is to bring together different stakeholders and give them voice in a format very different from the research interview. A key advantage of this approach is that already from the start stakeholders are presented with the idea that brand identity relates to the commonalities that arise across the chorus of voices raised by them. As a result of our experiences, we therefore recommend that the process should include a high level of interaction between stakeholders as early as possible in the process.  

Creating Consensus or Compiling ‘We’s’?
As Wagner and Peters (2009, p. 56) remind us “the role of identity as a supply-side concept involves the decision-making power of stakeholders” and thus, a critical question to be addressed is whether the aim of more inclusive approaches to establishing brand identity is to reach, some sort of, consensus of what the destination is or whether the aim is only to compile a list of stakeholders’ perceptions of the place’s identity, consequently leaving it to the DMO to decide which perceptions to emphasize. Morgan et al. (2003, p. 289) argue that branding processes should be publicly-driven processes based on stakeholder values and consensus and that “stakeholders must agree that the final vision statement provides both a meaningful and an operational ‘dream’ for the future of their destination – one that reflects the values of destination stakeholders”. Accordingly a critical aim of internal brand processes is to ensure that differing objectives and interests of different stakeholders do not give rise to identity and image-related problems. Morgan et al. (2004) elaborate on this issue and explain how larger stakeholders (e.g. airlines) may market what they find to be the most attractive product at the expense of more inclusive/broader identities and/or smaller stakeholders. Although also acknowledging the differences across stakeholders’ preferred and induced place identities, Therkelsen (2007) nevertheless emphasizes that destination branding is to create a coherent, unique and differentiated identity for a destination. Accordingly, to ask stakeholders how they ‘see’ the place identity and to subsequently compile a list of the different enactments of the identity has little to do with establishing place identity as the key task is to construct a coherent identity. A key advantage of the process described in this paper is that, in most of our 50 cases, a ‘we’ feeling emerged as the various stakeholders all had to cope with ‘taking on the role as a tourist’. Although we do not argue that this ‘role play’ is superior to other methods, it does seem recommendable to bring stakeholders together and get them to act out of their normal roles. 

To Brand or to Develop the Destination?
Rainisto (2004 – as reproduced by Baker & Cameron, 2008) reminds us that branding processes not only contribute to creation of a strong brand but that such processes may also force development of the place itself. Accordingly, although establishment of brand identity is a means to the end of building brand image, establishing brand identity by means of bottom-up approaches might also be an end in itself as it may spark new initiatives and refinement of the offers provided by the different stakeholders. One of the first steps in the process described previously was to explicate (and possibly disseminate) the purposes of the brand identity processes. However, although the purpose of the processes relates predominantly to establishing ‘who we are’ before we market the destination towards external audiences (Kapferer, 1999), an often neglected purpose of such processes is to encourage internal stakeholders to collaborate and to develop a coherent place identity; i.e. a common mind set. One very interesting outcome of the processes we have facilitated is that the ability to ‘see’ the destination from a tourist’s perspective also seems to enable the stakeholders to ‘see’ themselves and their roles in a new light – and in a broader development perspective. 
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Figure 2: Examples of participants across the more than 50 destinations
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